METRICAL TESTS

WHICH HELP TO FIX THE DATES OF
SHAKESPEARE'S PLAYS.

IN his early plays Shakespeare uses the rhymed couplet1 very
largely; but gradually the amount of rhyme declines, so that the pro-
portion of rhymed couplets in a piece a one of the surest indications of
the period to ^hich it belongs.

Is there much rhyme? the play is early.
Is there little rhyme? the play is late-.

" In Love's Labour's Lost there are abont two rhymed lines to every one
of blank verse. In The Comedy of Errors there are 380 rhymed lines
to 1150 unrhymed. In The Ttmpest two rhjmed lines occur; in The
Winters Tale not one8."

Not only do the eaily plays contain a good deal of rhyme, bat the
blank verse in them shows the influence of the rhymed couplet which
Shakespeare was so accustomed to vrnte. In his early blank verse the
rhyme indeed is gone, but the couplet form remains, with its frequent
pause of sense and consequently of rhythm at the end of the first line,
and its still more frequent stop at the end of the second. Such verse
only marks the first step in the evolution of blank verse: freedom in
the expression of sense, and varied rhythm, are still absent j and freedom
and variety only come when the sense "runs on*' from one line to
another.

He. of five*feet in e^ch line; cf. King Liar, L, x. 175,176.

* In applying the rhyme test we must exclude the cases where there Is a special
reason for the use of rhyme. Thus the rhyme of the Masque in Act rv. of Tht
Tcmfrtt, has no bearing whatsoever cm the date of the play because Masques were
usually written in rhymed measures. All Songs, snatches of ballads such as the Fool
in Lear quotes, and his bits of doggerel, most, of course, be excluded.

3 Dowden.   The figures given in this paper are taktn from various sources.